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There are measurable differences between those in the Generation X and Millerudal
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leadership tendencies that may cause challenging leadership transition in a large health
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Preparing Millennials for Le adens hip:
Understanding How Leadership Transitions WelI Between Generations
Across the landscape of the American workforce, managers and bminess leaders
have taken notice how employees and leaders from different generational cohorts respond

differentty to similar experiences. As a resuh, many leaders have begun to spend
significant time assessing the impact of employing workers from these different
generational cohorts. While the idea of generational cohorts is not new, the impact of

how individuals from each cohort tend to exhibit vahres in their work has not had the
same degree

of sfudy applied. How do members of separate generational cohorts operate

in the work environment? How do they view leadership differently? And how will
subsequent generations shape the values and mission

of orgarwations differently

than

those who led prior?

Compounding the challenge is the multi-generational worldorce that exists in
current American culture. Some members of the Mature Generation (born between lg25
and 1945) are not

fully retiring from the worldorce while members of the Baby Boomer

generation (born 1946 - 1963) are also delaying retirement. Some members in both of
these cohorts are delaying retirement simpty due to the value gained from continuing to

work, while others are delaying due to fmancial need- Members of the Generation X
cohort are, often, just stepping in to leadership roles, with the Millennial generation
cohort right on their heels. Finally, members of Generation

Z arejust beginning to

graduate from high school and college and enter the workforce, which is compounding

the challenge all the more.

While examining the intricacies of this mufti-generational workforce is
fascinating, the scope of this study is focused on understanding how leaders from the
1

Millennial cohort will lead and manage differently than those who led before them,
specifically members of the Generation X cohort. Research on this topic has been
lacking, and diving deeper into the subject will heftl organuations with their plans for
continued operation. This study has been conducted to aid in identr$ring specific
leadership tendencies that may differ between generational cohorts. The intent of this
researchis to addto the body of work examining the impact of values associated with
separate generations. Specifically, the research summariznd in this paper identifies how

differences in generational tendencies affect how leadership differs between subsequent
generations.

In addition to a general study of leadership tendencies between generations, a
specific action-research project was completed through a parfirership between the primary
researcher and a specific organrzation. This organization, referred to throughout this

paper as Yellow Bridge Heahhcare (or YBH), is well-known within its industry as a
company dedicated to developing leaders. For example, part of the leadership
development process of YBH is an assessment of their own leaders based on company-

wide values-based competencies. These competencies heh to level-set the expectations
of leaders and allow for management of leaders on a consistent scale, regardless of age or
experience.

While defrring the scope of this research,two questions emerged that determined
the direction of the research. The first question was: are there differences between how
leaders from different generational cohorts understand and

live out their values in

leadership roles? To narrow the focus of this study, only research and case studies that
covered Generation X and Millennial cohorts were included. In order to tackle this

2

question, however, it was first important to understand whether differences existed
between individuals from the Generation X cohort and individuals from the Millennial

cohort. Secondly, it was important to urderstand the practical implications of the
differences that were discovered. After understanding what the differences were, the
second question became clear; in what way are the differences between how emerging

Milleru:ial generation leaders and existing Generation X leaders display their values
impacting how they lead? In what ways may there be differences in how organtzations
operate as leadership transitions?
The purpose in researching and understanding these questions was also fwofold
The first reason for conducting research regarding these questions was to understand how
generational transition affects leadership in organizations. Currently, many organizations
are faced

with a generational shift in leadership

as

many leaders from the Baby Boomer

cohort retire and are replaced by emergmg leaders from the Generation X cohort. While
this transition is occurring across America, the question remained whether the same

kansition was happening at Yellow Bridge Heahhcare.
The second purpose for this research was to heb

identfi

how to better prepare

emerging leaders to lead more effectively, with less of a learning curve when assuming a
leadership role. Whenever a leader assumes a new role there is an unspecified amorlrt of

time that they must spend becoming acclimated to the new level of responsfoility. During
leadership transition there is a significant risk in the unspecified amourt of time
becoming elongated during transition. This risk is exacerbated during leadership

transition between generations. This research is intended to identiSz these potential pain
points while providing recommendations that will help reduce the time needed to move

J

emerging leaders tlrough the transition time and into effective leadership.

In order to answer these questions, the following method was agreed on by the
primary researcher and Yellow Bridge Heahhcare. It was decided that the research and
analysis of generational impacts on leadershb transition would be broken into three
phases. The first phase focused on identifying existing research on generational cohorts
and leadership transition. During this phase of research, the basic terms "generational

cohort," 'Millennial generatiotl" and "Generation

X"

were defmed, as well as key

consensus points exhibited in existing research regarding generational values and

tendencies. The resuhs of this phase of research are contained in the literature review
section of this paper.
The second phase of research fulfilled the action-research requirement of this

project. This part of the researchwas approved and covered by Augsbtng IRB#2012-874. The intent of this research is to apply academic rigor with practical implications in a

real-life work environment. During this second phase, two separate focus groups were
conducted to understand how the emergmg and existing leaders of Yellow Bridge
Heahhcare urderstood key leadership activities and how they interpreted how those

activities should be displayed by leaders.

Finally, during the third phase, the ffiial research of existing sources and the
assessment of the internal focus groups were combined and analyrnd. The information

was synthesized and the results were presented back to Yellow Bridge Heahhcare in the

form of recommendations aimed at improvtrlg the transition into leadershb for emergmg
leaders.

The research resuhs contained in this paper are intended to provide a background
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upon which otgarwational leaders can assess their own needs in maneuvering through the

often t icLy waters of leadership transition. Considering the differences between
generational cohorts carries a great deal of importance in leadership transition.
Organizations that do take into consideration the attributes of different generational
cohorts canbetter position themsehes to be successful in the future. The challenge is for
these orgafiz:itions to takeinto consideration the attributes of all of the generational
cohorts that they are positioning in leadership roles (Sessa, Kabacoff, Deal, and Brown,
2007). The expectation is, then, that there will be noticeable differences between how
Generation X leaders and Millennial leaders lead, and that identi$ring those differences

will be a key factor in reducing the amount of transition time needed for emergmg leaders
to begin leading effectively.
There is precedent that has been set by industry-leading organizations regarding

how to best use multiple generations in the worldorce. In fact, consulting firms have also
begun to spend more time assisting senior leaders in developing strategy regarding how

to effectively use resources representative of multiple generations to successfulty drive
business (Haserot,2007). In order to best understand what these differences are and how
to overcome them, it is necessary to begin by rurderstanding who the members of each

cohort are and the characteristics of each cohort.
For the sake of clarity during this paper, the following terms require definition:

fnst, Generation X. What are the generally agreed upon birth years of those that fall in
this category? And what are the generally agreed upon characteristics of those who fall
in those birth years? Lkewise, what are the birth years and characteristics of the

Millennial generation? Also important to note is that this research is specific to those in
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the American workforce.

While the muhiple generations currentty in the worldorce presents unique
challenges it also presents an unprecedented opporruniry for transition in leadership and

growth of organizations. There is room for leaders from all generational cohorts to
coexist in the workforce, both those who want to excel and those who want to develop
the next generation of leaders (Sessa et al., 2007) Paving the way for collaborative effort

between both existing high capacity leaders and emerging high potential leaders

will

be

challenging. One goal of this research is to provide an avenue by which the conffiutions

of both groups are honored and well-led organuations may remain well-led through a
potentially tumultuous generational

sffi

in leadership.

Literature Review
To begin

it

is necessary

to defire key terms and understand the impact of the

existing research. The scope of researchfor this project, while covering in general the
theory behind generational cohorts,

wil

specifically focus on only Generation X and the

Millennial generation. In addition, the research will focus on Leadership Development
theory, and not leadership as a general study. The intention of narrowing the focus will

heb to provide clariry and avoid generalizations regarding generations and leadershtp.
Defining Generational Cohort Theory
We begin by developing an urderstanding of the potential impact of generational
cohort theory on a workforce, which requires an understating of what a generational

cohort is. The terms 'oGeneration

X' and'Millenniaf'

have been used across American

culture, extending into academics, btniness, athletics, and popular culture. While the
terms themsehes may have been familiar to many Americans, their defmition or
6

characteristics have not necessarily been as well known. The exception, however, is the

overarching generalizations of each generation that have become prevalent in popular
cuhure. An additional challenge that has existed is that, when use4 the distinguishing
markers of each cohort have been somewhat muddied in ranges of dates or events that
determine each cohort have been debated. At a minimum, scholars have reached
consensus on date ranges of birth years that has allowed the conversation to continue.

The dates used in this study

will focus on these timeframes:

.

the Mature Generation

.

the Baby Boomers (1946-1963)

.

the Gen-Xers 096/--1982)

.

the Millerurials (1983-early 2000s)

o

Generatiofr Z, or Generation Next (Early 2000s - late 2010s) (Sessa, et aL, 2007,

(

1925-1945)

Igel and Urquhart, 2012).
Using the above dates as timeframes for grouping members into cohorts fulfills
the first of our requirements, and next is to define what a generational cohort is. Quite

simp$, a generational cohort is a group of people who are all born in the same general
timeframe and whose upbringing was shaped by similar cuhural events (Mannheim,
1972.)

A generation, therefore,

is a shared context among people in a similar

geographical location. The defnring moments and shared location are a part of what has
shaped the common experience of members

of one generation over another.

There are significant ways of deflming how to group members into a cohort. The

first, which is most widely adopted, is to associate members by year of birth. The second
way to determine cohort is by grouping members by values and tendencies. In many

7

cases some have feh that their tendencies have caused them to align better with a

different cohort, such as in cases where a Millennial may have athrbuted their more
natural tendencies to belonging to Baby Boomer cohort, or vice versa. In these cases
where individuals have found that their tendencies do not line up with others in their
cohort, Hughes (2015) found that

"it

means that other factors affectedtheir values even

more than the era they gew up in. It could be the part of the world where they were

raised...their race, ethnicity, religion...or even the influence of their own children" (p. 3)
While having shared values may h*h members from one cohort understand others from
another cohort as well as their own, these shared values are not necessarity the best way
to associate cohorts. Therefore, this research

will continue to focus on cohort

deflurition

by birth year.
In addition to shared experiences and similar birth years, each generational cohort
has,

in some w&y, distinguished themselves from the previous generation. This distinction

has in many cases been displayed as a revoft or rebellion against the previous generation.

Kniffel (20M) has noted that "every generation challenges the particular mindset of the
foll<S that are in the current leadership positions, and they should.

and approaching what you think is best, and indeed,

It's all about change

modiffing and changing what you

may disagree with" (p. 43). While the specific leadershb implications will be later
explored in this PaPer, it bears mention that members of a generational cohort are

typically aligned in their rebuttal of many of the decisions and values of generations
outside of their own, specifically in those generations that immediately precede or follow

their own cohort (Kniffel, 2004).
This idea of rejecting the ideals of the generation immediatety preceding or

I

subsequent to a member's own cohort has been

well analyzed and demonstrated over the

last few decades. It is no secret that many parents have had challenges with the teenagers
that live in their homes as the "kids" demonstrate a differing set of cultural values. Howe
and Strauss (1992) predicted this:

'Two

decades from now Boomers entering old age may

well see in their grown

Millerurial children an effective instrument for saving the world, while
Thirteeners (Gen Xers) entering

miffie will

shower kindnesses on a younger

generation that is getting a better deal out of life (though maybe a bit less f,rn)
than they ever got at a like age. Study after story after column

will Iaud these

"best damn kids in the world" as heralding a resurgent American greatness. And,

for a while at least, no one will talk about a generation gap" fu. 89).
Though much of what Howe and Strauss predicted did become reality, the discussion
surrounding the generation gap simply took a ffierent form and emerged differently than

they imagined it. In fact, the discussion regarding the generation gap became far more
widespread and part of the mainsheam cuhural discrnsion than could have possibly been
predicted by previous cultural anthropologists.

While there are many athrbutes that are different between generational cohorts
there have also been many attnbutes that have been shared across all cohorts, especially
when work and career are invohed- Earty considerations and study of organizations and
the worldorce

with muhiple generations identified

a

framework to build the ongoing

conversation on. When interviewed, members from every generation valued
utrderstanding the core capabilities of the organization as well as listening and heSing
others achieve shared goals (Sessa, et

al,

2007). So, while there is much work to do in
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brifuing the gap between generational differences, there is common ground on which to
begm.

Critiquing Generational Cohort

The

ory

Now that a foundation has been laid regarding what a generational cohort is, it

is

also important to determine what the impact is for business and leadership development.
There must be an intentional, thoughtful approach to how leadership changes from one
person to the next in succession, understanding that passing leadership from one
generation to the next should not simply be an automatic activity (Kniffef 2004). With
that thought in mind what are the implications of leadership transitioning from one
generation to the next? As members of a generation retire or take reduced roles in
managing a business, what can be expected as the new generation be$ns to make
decisions that impact businesses at an enterprise level?

While there is significant study that has been conducted regarding what makes a
generational cohort as well as the characteristics of each cohort, less research has been
conducted that deals with generational differences in the workforce. Much of what has
been studied includes the differences between experienced leaders versus inexperienced
leaders, however far fewer studies contend with the idea of leaders from different

generational cohorts.

In spite of the limited research that has been conducted regarding differing
leadership tendencies as a resuh of differing generational cohorts, there are eaffnarks of
one generation versus another as the yormger generations have begun to take on

leadership roles. Existing managers with years of experience are more lkety to have
aggressive approaches to growttr, management, and business development that other,
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younger managers with less experience do not demonstrate (Haserot, 2007). This

difference in approach has an impact on the culture of an or3antzation, and therefore how

well employees are able to commit to the organization long-term.
While the cturent research has been

limite{ it has also been growing, which

is

welcome news to those in leadership circles. Much of the existing conversation about
leadership characteristics and tendencies of younger, Millennial generation leaders has
been proselytized by popular press (Sessa et al. ,2007). We are beginning to

frrd out,

however, that the differences between leadership tendencies between generational cohorts

may not be as significant as the popular press would lead us to believe.
While there is evidence that supports generational cohort theory as a way to
distinguish leadership attributes, there are those who are not buying. The argument
against generational cohort theory discoturts the ability to draw a hard line between

generations based on birth yeff and sharedexperience (Levine andCureton, 1998). ) An

additional argument against generational cohort theory reduces the differences between
generations down to simply stereotypes of subculhres of people of similar age

(Brownsten, 2000). While the sentiment that generational cohort theory does not matter
has been propagated by a small nurnber of theorists, many more agree with research that

draws a correlation bet'ween generational cohorts and behavior.

Attributes of Generation X
To understand the characteristics of Generation X takes a bit of unraveling of pop

culture stereot5lpes. Who really are the individuals who make up Generation X, and how
do they conduct themsetves in the worldorce? What do they value?

First dubbed "Generation

X'

by u novelist looking to descrihe British Boomer-

ll
Augsburg University Library

punkers, those who fall in this cohort have not ahvays had a very positive view cast of
thenr, even having been referredto as "generation without a soul" (Howe and Strauss,
1992; Haworth,1997). While growing up, they werethe original "latch-key" kids, often

learning to take care of themselves while both parents worked to provide a life only
dreamed about by older generations (Jurkiewicz, 2000; Caudron, 1997).This self-reliance

provided an opporhurify to make early decisions for themselves, which in nrrn allowed

for an increased value on their own opinion in decision making. As a resuh, the general
tendency of Generation X in the worldorce was a priorrty

sffi

from highly valuing career

and doing work for the sake of working, a characteristic of the Baby Boomer generation,

to the focus on work as a wayto provide for a life outside of work (Catatyst, 2005;

Jurkiewica 2000} In spite of this reduced focus on deriving meaning from work,
Generation Xers are committed to their jobs and their employers (Catalyst, 2005).

While members ofthis cohort areusedto doing things themsehes as aresult of
their upbrmgrng, they do have expectations of those who are leading them. They
appreciate openness and trustworthiness in their leaders, and while they look for an

urderstanding of the big picture, they also value a clear focus from those who are leading
them (Sessa, 2007). However, when it comes to action based on the expectations of their
leaders, they prefer to have the

flexibility to solve the problem on their own instead of

being told specifically what to do (Caudroq 1997). Having had to balance between
understanding the resuh and creating a plan has served this generation well and led to a
renaissance in innovation, especialty in technologlcal advances.

While Generation Xers are willing to follow leaders, in spite of the rebellious
nature often athrbuted to them in popular culftre, they have demonstrated that they

t2

expect their leaders to earn their trust instead of freely trusting those who are in
leadership positions above them (Jurkiewica 2000). Trust can be earned by those in
leadership over Generation Xers, from the viewpoint of the Xers, by demonstrating the

ablhty to do the work in an efficient and high quality manner (Sessa et a1., 20A7).

An additional way that leaders of Xers have been able to earn the trust of their
Xer employees is to focus on resuhs and allow for flexibility in the method. Xers have
demonstrated a willingness to be managed by those who have established a trustworthy

relationship with thenr, but they still do not want to be over-managed (Caudron, 1997).
Some researchers disagree and view the behavior

of a Xers

as something that requires

strong, directive leadership in an effort to elicit the behavior that is desired by the leaders

(Howe, 1992). Finding the balance between providing the appropriate amount of
direction to accomplish a tash while not providing more oversight than an Xer fmds
appropriate is a challenge for their leaders, and will be a leading indicator of how Gen

Xers are going to operate as leaders. Xers have demonstrated an independent nature, and

will both follow and lead how they see fit.
When it comes to how Generation Xers participate in the worldorce, it has
become clear that they prioritize collaboration and team effort (Sessa et aL ,2007). Many

Xers gtrew up particpating in group assignments during their education experiences and
continue to value that form of teamwork. Participation in group projects provided an

opportunify to not only be collaborative but also to provide meaningful contribution to
shared priorities, which is highly valued among Xers (Catalyst, 2005). Generation Xers
can be credited with the collaborative environments that have become very much the

norrn in many high performance work cuhures.
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In addition to being highty collaborative, many members of the Generation X
cohort have also been noted be optimistic and engagmg (Sessa et aI ,2007). Xers are

more likely to view challenges more favorabty than prior generations, often looking for
solutions instead of allowing challenges to remain as obstacles to progress. Since the
defauh perspective is to be optimistic, Xers have been very discouraged by disparaging
remarks that have been made by their leaders (Caudroq 1997.) It is this collaborative,

high performance cuhre that has begun to take hold of leadersh[ roles in organizations
across America, and who

will continue to drive resuhs and determine direction for much

of the workforce.

Finally, one additional attribute of Generation X is the emphasis on
communication. Working collaboratively requires clear communication between the
members of the workgror4), and Xers prefer to keep clear lines of communication open

(Caudron, 1997). Commurication has been made more available by the technological
advances made by Gen Xers, which have transformed how business is accomplished and

personal corurections are made.
The researchthat has been conducted on Generation X has grven a glimpse into a
generation that has been both handed a better life than any previous generation, and one

that strives to make their own way by playorg by their own rules. The collaboration that
they have brought to the worldorce while communicating openly has made workplaces a
more enjoyable place to be, which is ironic glven the reduced meaning that Gen Xers
derive from their place of employment compared to previous generations. While the
research demonstrates a Generation with both positive and negativety viewed

characteristics, it seems that, through interviews, that Generation Xers themselves feel
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that their characteristics are accurately reflected. However, they would prefer that you do

not call them Generation X, since they would prefer not to cary a label at all.

Examining the Millennial

Ge ne

ration

Now that we have examined the common attributes of many in the Generation X
cohort, the next step is to identifo some of the key attributes of the Millennial cohort. It is

important to note that identfiing attributes of one of the largest generational cohorts,

with somewhere around 70 million people, will contain vast generalizations (Gallicano,
2013). While there will be exceptions, these generalizations have demonstrated leading
characteristics of those who frt within the defrrition of the Millennial cohort. With that

sat4 we canb"gm to identifi, what makes a Millennial tick. How do they operate in the
workforce? What are some expectations that managers can anticipate as more and more

Millennial workers become managers and leaders in their respective work environments?

It seems that

one of the f,nst characteristic of Millennials in the workforce is that

they are harder to defme than those in previous generations. While some researchers have
identified the Millennials as risk takers, others see them as risk adverse (Haserot,2A07).
These are some of the conflicting characteristics of Millennials, which may be in part due

to the short length of time they have been in the workforce and the

lffied

breadth of

study that has been able to be conducted on them as a group. However, these
characteristics can be leveraged into strengths that can benefit an organization, whether

by identfing those who have an entrepreneurial strength and supporting thenr, or

identiffing those who can improve current business process and sup,porting them
(Haserot,2007). Either woy, it ir.rp to the organization to leverage the strength that the

Millennial employees bring and provide opporrunities for them to be successfuL

l5

In addition to the somewhat difficuh-to-understand combination of risk
acceptance and risk avoidance is how the Millennials view trust and honesty. What is
also interesting is that, though trustworthiness wasratedvery highly among Millennials,
the value of honesty was not (Sessa et aL,2007). This slightly lessened importance

placed on honesty is interesting as it points to the idea that Millennials desire trust in
relationships, but do not require honesty to get there. Contrast this with the ideal of
honesty in leadership among current Generation X leaders and it is easy to begin to see
that there may be a challenge in this area of transitioning leadership from Generation X
current leaders to Millennial emerging leaders

It is simple to urderstand that there are characteristics that are dfficult to attribute
to such a large group of people, there are others that are not as difficult. One of the
characteristics that is easier to quantifu is the amount of education that has either been
obtained or is being pursued by the Millennials. In fact, the Millennial generation is on
pace to become the most educated generational cohort in American history (Bannon,

Ford, andMeltznr,20ll; PewResearchCenter,2010). The Millennial generation has
fewer individuals with less than

a

high school diploma, and more college and graduate

degrees than any other in history (Pew Research Center, 2010).

While the Millennial generation is the most educated it seems thatnot all of that
education is for the purpose of frnthering their careers. When looking at how they

priontrze life events, having a successfrrl career is lower on the list than other
accomplishments. In fact, the ranking of life accomplishments that Millennials

frd

important include being good parents, having successfrrl marriages, he$ing those in need,
and owning a home as more important than having a successful career (Pew Research
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Center,2010; Bannon, Ford, and Meltznr,20ll). Ranking along with having a successful
career, and below the previously mentioned accomplishments, are having a lot

of free

time and becoming famous (Lowe, Leviff, wilson, 200g; Murray, 20l l).
The Millennial generation has also demonstrated that the focus on work is not

simpV for the idea of accomplishing work for its own sake. Rather, the Millennial
generation looks to fmd meaningful work that has intrinsic value to it (Lowe,
et al., 200g;

Ng, Schwertzer, Lyons, 2010). While they are not the first generation to be moved by the
idea of engaging in work thatbrings value to the lives of individuals, they seemtoput
a

higher emphasis on fmding jobs that are anextension of their personal values. For
example, the Millennials, more than any previous generatioq vatue an employer
that
engages, or provides opportunities

activities (Bannon,

for employees to engage, in social responsibility

etaL,20lli Ng, et al., 2010). These activities heb the Millennials

to

feel connected to their employer and feel good about who they work for.

Hebing the Millennials feel connected to their employer is an important way to

h*h them actually

be connected to their work. The experience that many

Millennials had

while growing up was one of encouraging families, teachers, and coaches who provided
feedback regularly and directly. The resuh of this constant feedhac! in addition
to the
instant feedback provided by technology that has ahvays been available to them
as they

gew

up, has caused them to desire a nurhring work environment with instant feedback

(Lowe, etal., 2008; Ng, et al., 2010; Murray 2011). Not only is there an expectation
of
instant and ongoing feedback, there is an expectation that the feedback will
be positive
and

will resuft in rapid

advancement in their careers (Ng, et

a[, 2010).

The Millennials are accustomed to these caring leaders gurding them to overcome
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challenges, which cause them to value that in their leaders and managers in the workplace
(Sessa et a1., 2007). As the

first generation that was grven broad acknowledgment for any

level of participation, often receiving "participation trophies," they were provided an
atmosphere where each participant feft more individual care from leaders than previous

generations, which is now beginning to play out in the workforce (Sessa et aL, 2007; Ng,
et a1.,2010).While there may certainly be care exhibited among leaders for those they are
leading, there may again be a challenge in bridging the gap between what a Generation X
leader and a Millennial subordinate fmd as an acceptable level of care.

The level of care that is expected of leaders by the Millennials demonstrates that

they are looking for leaders that they can trust. While previous generations may have also
expected to trust their leaders, the difference lays in how the Millennials respond to the

direction gtven by their trustworthy leaders. Previous generations may have been quicker
to simply obey the direction given by a leader, especially one that they had trusted, while
the Millennial generation is more interested in being coached and mentored by their
leaders (Lowe, et al., 2008).

Finally, one of the areas that demonstrate

a

significant difference between

Millennials from previous generations is the use of technology. As the first generation
that grew up with the abiliry to connect at any time, they are far more comfortable with
changing technology and therefore are more technologically sawy than any previous
generation (PewResearchCenter,2010; Bannon, etaL, 2011;

Murray,20ll). As aresuh,

they rety more on technology in their everyday life and are more comfortable sharing a

lot of personal information online on social media sites (Bannon, etal, 20ll). The
expectation of the Millennials of their employers is that, first, their employers will
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provide access to cutting edge technology to accomplish their work, and secon{ they will
be able to engage with personal technology (specifically through social media)

throughout their work day.
While this is not an exhaustive list of all of the characteristics of the Millennial
generation it serves as a sunmary of some of the significant differentiating factors that
employers will be better served to consider as more Millennials take on leadershb

positions in organizations across America. Other distinguishing factors, such as the vast
racial diversify among mernbers of the cohort and their abllfy to work collaboratively,

will

be

he$ful

that business

as

they move into leadership roles. More significant will be the challenges

will face in motivating Millennials to use their shengths, whether

in

technolory, diversity, collaboration, or their ability to prioritize their work as part of their
overall life. Their abiliry to leverage these strengths can cause significant change and
improvement in the American working landscape (Bannon, eta1., 20ll).

Differentiating Generation X from the Millennial Generation
Now that the markers that demonstrate the differences between generational
cohorts have been examined, it would be he$fuI to r:nderstand how members of each
cohort typicalty act based on the values that differ from members of other cohorts. There
is evidence that suggests that members of generational cohorts differ in the values of their

belief systems and success factors for life (Sessa et aL,2007). These differences of basic
beliefs can fi.rndamentally change how people lead and conduct themselves in a
profe ssional environment.

In addition to differing in their base belief systems, it has been noted that
members of different generational cohorts also differ what they value in their leaders
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(Sessa et a1., 2007). Since the upbringing of Generation Xers allowed for problem solving

and

flexibility in accomplishing tasks, they value leaders that allow them the flexfoility to

work in a way that they are accustomed to. Likewise, Millennials grew up in a more
structured environment and more higlrly value understanding specifically what needs to
be accomplished and the measured against those metrics with frequent feedback (Borges,

Manuel, ElafiL and Jones,2010). Millennials therefore value leaders that lead in ways
that allow them to understand what the expectations are.

It is interesting to note which athrbutes of leaders are valued more highly by
different generational cohorts. While Xers more highly value leaders who displayed
characteristics of being focused and optimistic, while the Millennials valued leaders that
were dedicated (Sessa et a1., 2007). In addition, Xers are self-starters who are
independent and skepticaf while Millennials are confident, structured rule followers
(Borges et aL, 2010). Each of these cohorts responds to leaders that lead in ways that they
can understan{ and therefore

follow inherently. While there are clear demarcations

regarding what each cohort hold as significant, it is interesting to line them up side-byside and notice that, what may seem at first an insignificant difference, is actually a

fi.ndamentally different way of viewing leadership an{ perhaps more importantty,
successful leadership.
These individually valued attributes in the workplace are opportunities for

potential conflict among members of differing generational cohorts. At the core is the
perception of what it means to be a leader, which differs between generations (Sessa et

aL,2007). Understanding thatthe perception of what it takes to be a leader is an
important one, since the act of leading in itself can be cause for additional conflict.
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Leadership works effectively when there is a level of respect for leaders among followers
that allows the leader to make decision and influence followers in a specific direction.
When the characteristics that deflme admiration among leaders differ between
generational cohorts, the leader is presented with an intensified challenge in
eliciting
support and influence over their followers. The characteristics that individrnls from

different cohorts admire in leaders do change, causing a challenge in this level of
admiration, demonshated by identifying the characteristics of leaders that were noted as
admirable by followers in

dffirent cohorts

(Sessa et

al., 2007).

While it is interesting to note the differences among generational cohorts, does it
really make a difference? There may be additional challenge for a leader, but is it so
significant that there is a measurable impact to the business? In short, the answer is yes.
Even if the differences between how leaders from different generations lead were
insignificant, the perception of

a

more significant difference between generations that has

beenpublicized by popular culhre makes leading between generations difficuh. There
exists the possibility that even well-meaning leaders may end up prioritizing the
wrong
techniques due to perception of what they think their followers from another cohort
expect (Dittman, 2005). The impact to a business can very well impact the bottom
line

if

proper attention is not gruen to the idea of managing well across generational
cohorts.

It is hehful to understand what specifically the differing attributes between
cohorts are. While Generation Xers have grown up with limited respect for authorrfy,
the

Millennials respond more favorably to being led. In addition, while Generation Xers have
demonskated anappreciation for honesty and fairness, they also like change. Millennials,
on the other hand, expect their leaders to pull people together to accomplish
a task
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(Borges et aL, 2010; Sessa et al., 2007). Understanding these preferences would well
prepare any manager or leader to increase their effectiveness in leading members of

muhiple generational cohorts.
In addition to the differing attributes of Generation Xers and Millennials are the

differing leadership styles among the cohorts. There is more, it seems, to understanding
how leaders operate than simply weighing the experience of one leader over another. In
spite of a leader having significant experience they may still have challenges in leading
due

to a frmdamental misalignment of values and atfributes (Borges et a1., 2010).
Finally, understanding the value placed on trustworthiness and personal attention

may glve us an idea of how Millennials may end up leading. It

wi[

however, also

provide a different perspective than current non-Millennial leadership in organizations.
While trustworthiness and attention may be admirable qualities in any generation, the
heightened levels of these in Millennials may cause them to misunderstand the leadershb
directives of Generation X leaders who may be less willing to let them into the same level

of detail that Milleildals would prefer. Atfirbutes that are valued less, specificah big
picture orientation (Sessa et aL, 2007), may cause the Millennial rise to leadership in
organlzations to slow as they, the Millennial leaders, may be too focused on the current
state of relationships to focus on the long-term business decisions that need to be made.

Understanding what makes up the attributes of each individual cohort, and
understanding that there are fundamental differences in how leaders view the challenge in

front of thenl and how they inspire others to follow thenr, can

set

up a leader for success

regardless of whom they are leading. Conversely, not having anaccurate understanding

of who is following and how they see the world can add an additional burden to the
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challenge of leading.
Unde rs tanding Le adens hip Developme nt The ory

Now that a corrmon basis of understanding had been established regarding whom

it is that is doing the leading and following, that is, who the members of each cohort are
and their characteristics,

it is also important to u:rderstand how leaders grow and are

developed. For the sake of this study we will focus solety on understanding Authentic
Leadership Development Theory, specifically how leaders grow and become effective.
The question remains; how are leaders from one generational cohort, who see the world

arourd them through a dffirent lens than those of a different generational cohort, able to
gurde and

he$ to develop emerging leaders? How do those exiting leadership roles equlp

emerging leaders to excel without forcing their cultural biases on the up-and-comers?

Authentic Leadership Development Theory has been popularized by Avolio and
Gardner over the last few decades. By focusing on positive characteristics such as

integrrty, leading with pu{pose, and intrinsic values, organuations can establish the
leadership necessary to forge through difficult times (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). The
characteristics of an a leader who is intentionally growirrg in their abilty to lead as well
as

their personal values, according to Avolio and Gardner, will invotve some of all of the

following nine focal points: positive psychologrcal caprta\ positive moral perspective,
leader self-awareness, leader self-regulation, leadership processes and behaviors,

follower self-awareness and regulation, follower development, organizational context and
veritable and sustained performance beyond expectations (Avolio and Gardner, 2005).
Increased development in these areas

will prepare a leader for sustained growth

performance.
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and high

The fnst step is to recognize that, in spite of some popular opinion, research
suggests that leaders are not only born but also made. While there is a popular perception

that leaders are born with the natural inclination for positively influencing others, there is
evidence that rather points to a gradual learning of qualities over time (Avolio and
Gardner, 2005). Instead of focusing solety on leadership abilities that are evident at birth,
this assertion would lead to the understanding that effective leadership is a resuft of
preparation, not inadvertent experience (Bush, 2009). The idea that leaders are made
provides an oppoffiinity for those who demonstrate the knowledge of an industry and the

abthly to make soutrd decisions to grow in their influence of others. It is this possfoility

for growth of influence that will allow those of an emerging generational cohort to learn
to become effective leaders in a prospective field.
Leadership development, therl is allowing those individuals who have grown in

their business acumen an opportunify to grow in their ability to influence others toward a
cofltmon goal According to Day (2000), "Leadership development is defmed as
expanding the collective capacity of organizational members to engage effectively in
leadership roles and processes" (p.582). In highly specialized fields such as heahhcare
this knowledge growth is paramount to not only the current success of an organization

but also the future sustainabiltty and growth of that organization.
Understanding how leaders grow and develop is also important in fostering

effective relationships among colleagues working toward a cofilmon goal Leadership
Development can be understood as a way to continuing fostering positive relationshlps

while coordinating efforts among knowledgeable individuals (Day, 2000). The members
of a workgroup that all understand the varying degrees of leadership expertise in their
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workgroup can work effectively together, even when the members are from different
generational cohorts.

Also important to make note of is a common understanding of what is considered
effective leadership development. Leadership development can be broken into fo,r
distinct areas of groMh:

.

knowledge for understanding

o

knowledge for action

.

improvement ofpractice

.

development of a reflexive mode (Day,2001)

It is the development of these four modes that marks a leader's growth and their ability
to
become more effective in their leadership role.

It is mporLant for a leader to have an end resuh in mind

as they develop and

grow

in their urderstanding and practice. As a leader grows toward this end goal it
is important

to develop the skills needed to lead effectively but not lose sight of who they are
as an

individual During this time of leadership development, while remaining true to their
real
selves' leaders often will fmd themselves needing to step out and set the tone
for those

who are following them. This stepping out to lead while remaining true to personal
convictions is referred to as authentic leadershp (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). It is
this
authentic leadership that often allows leaders to exert influence while they are
still
developing their leadership abilities.
The abift'ry for a leader to grow in their effectiveness in leading while they
are in a
leadership role is an effective way to allow development to continue to occur.
Focusing

on an end resuh allows the leader to focus and provides a way to measure and
monitor
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progress. In addition to the measrring and monitormg of progress, focusing on the end
resuh will also help a leader to overcome challenges that inevitably will arise. Utilizing
a
leadership development approach can build capaciry among leaders to better prepare for
unforeseen challenges (Day,2000). In the end utilizing a leadership development
approach to develop authentic leaders provides well prepared leaders capable
of taking on

significant challenges.
As important as understanding how and why a leader may gtow, it is also
important to rurderstand that the follower is also part of the development process. The
relationship between leaders and followers is one of the central premises of effective,
authentic Leadership Development, and can become more impactful as the relationship
between them develops over time (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). As the relationship
between leader and follower grows and develops, the abilfy of a leader to guide,
and a

follower to accept correction, continues to develop.
While the groMh toward a deeper relationship may occur naturally, the
responsibility for the development of that relationship rests primarily with the leader,
especially in the early stages of relationship. This responsibility also provides one
of the

defrring points which have separated Authentic Leadership Development theory from
other leadership theories. Effective Leadership Development allows for the thoughtfi.rl
development of both the leader and follower, and is distinct from transformational
leadership, in which the leader is attempting to transform the follower into something
else

(Avolio and Gardner, 2005). Leadership Development requires identifuing the positive
characteristics in people and thoughtfully enhancing those areas.

Finally, any organtzation or individual leader that can effectivety develop leaders
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for the next generation can help to better prepare their organization for sustained success.

It is no secret that leadership,

regardless of how large or small an organization is, has

challenges, most of which could not have been foreseen. Effective leadership
development, while not able mitigate all problems ahead of time, can help to prepare
leaders to more quickty assess and troubleshoot challenges when they do pop
up.

Leadership Development provides for a way to build the capaciry of leaders, and by

extensioq other groups of people to help navigate through diffrcuhies (Day,2000). This
development occurs best in relationships between effective, existing leaders and
emerging leaders.

Summary

Now, having examined the existing leadership,

a

few discernable themes have

emerged. First, the consensus among exi;sting literahre is that there are distinguishable

differences that are displayed between those of different generational cohorts. These
differences impact how a person views the world around them as well as impacts
the
decisions that they make. In addition, these differences have aheady changed the
way
that organizations operate and how they value and interact with their employees.

A

second point of consensus found in existing literature is the understanding
that

those who are emerging as leaders are going to be leading from a different perspective
and set of vahres than those of the previous generations. Successful organizations
that are
best positioned for continued success are those that have recognized the
differences and

have intentionally begun to work across generations to prepare the next generation
of
leaders.

Thir4

perhaps the best way to overcome these differences in tendencies
between
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existing and emerging leaders is for existing leaders to intentionally mentor and develop
emerging leaders- Those in existing leadership have aheady had the experience
to deal

with the constant stream of challenges that are inevitably faced by leaders, and while
the
stream of challenges will not change, emerging leaders can be taught to deal
with the
challenges as they arise. While the emerging leaders have not yet had the experience
of

existing leaders, the indrntry specific knowledge will come, but unless existing
leaders
intentionally take the time to develop those that are coming behind them, the
opporh*ify

for disruption will only increase

as more

existing leaders leave oryallzations when their

service is complete.

While the challenge of hansitioning from existing to emerging leaders is great,
so
is the opportunify. Organizations that understand the differences between generations
will
better position themselves for sustained growth and will better positioned to
take
advantage of opporfunities in their respective industries as they arise. The
speed by which
organtzations can take ahold of these opportunities provide a greatincentive
to begin
developing the next generation of leaders, before the opportunity slips by.

Cohort Perspectives
In order to better understand how the general attributes associated with each
generational cohort determine action in a real work environment, research
was conducted
at a national heahhcare company. This heahhcare company, Yellow Bridge
Health, is a
large, national heahhcare company that provides heahh and welhress benefits
for
consumers. These benefits include products that are intended to take care
of patients who
are often older aduhs- As a resuh, the employees who work
compassionate people who are able to navigate
culfure.
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for Yellow Bridge tend to be

in aperformance basedorganizational

The research was conducted by creating two separate focus groups that were each
asked a series of questions related to topics that contained potentially disparate answers

between each generation. (A list of the questions asked, and the rationale for each
question, is contained in Appendix

A-l).

The responses were used atthe conchrsion of

both focus groups to inform the recommendations that the research goup provided back
to Yellow Bridge.

On Culture
Over the last five years, Yellow Bridge has endeavored on a significant, albeit

slow, organizational cultr-ne

sffi.

While previously known as an organization that valued

performance above all else, the leadership recognized the need to have a culture that
engaged employees on more than that one singular value.

A

greater level of focm has

been spent on ensuring that the employees, both existing and new,

aligr with the

identif,red cultural values including focusing on relationships and innovation.

As a resuh of this recognition the executive leadership began to focus on
additional values. Compassion and integrity were added as corporate values that were
focused on and embraced The focus placed on the additional values began to change

how employees feh about their work at Yellow Brifue Heahh. To begin the discussion on
cuhure, the two separate focus groups were each asked how their understanding of the

work culture affectedtheir view oftheir jobs and the customers of Yellow Bridge Heahh.
The group that had the best context on how the cuhure had

sffied at Yellow

Bridge was the Generation X cohort, since they had been in the workforce longer and had
really experienced the culture the way that it had been prior to the shift. One cohort
participant, who had been employed at Yellow Bridge prior to the culture initiative, was
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able to summarize the feelings of the group. While discussing specifically how the

culture at Yellow Bridge had changed, one of the participants mentioned that an area that
they had seen significant differences was in how employees demonstrated respecting
each other. The group agreed that, within the last five years, expectations about how

indMduals were expected to use their time, specifically while on conference calls, had
shifted. Previously, the culhre had allowed for muhi-tasking while on conference calls,

while the current expectation is that individuals focus on the task at hand- Anything less
is regarded as disrespectfi.rl.
The new corporate culture at Yellow Bridge was appealing to both Gen X

participants and Millennial participants. However, the Gen X participants focused more
on how the culhre had changed and how that culture now aligned with their personal
values. This was not surprising since the members of this cohort had been in the

workforce for a significant amount of time longer than the Millennial cohort and had
better historical context. The Generation X employees did agree that it was important for

their workplace to mirror their personal values. Alignment with personal values gave the
employees a purpose and a reason to continue working diligentty when difficuhies arose,

which they often do in a complex industry such as heahhcare.
While the Gen X cohort appreciated the abiliry to tie their personal values to the
corporate culhre, members of the Millennial cohort had higher expectations of the role

culhne played at the company they worked for. The expectation among the Millennial
cohort participants was that people would get their job done, that they would be treated

with respect andthey would be held accountable for the important aspects of their roles.
Anything beyond that would be expected to fall into place, which was not surprising
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since they are accustomed to working on group projects and presentations while in
school, both as they grew up and in their collegiate experience (Lowe et al. 2008).
The expectation that everyone that they worked with would share their values is
one of the challenges facing Millennials in the workforce as they begm to take on

leadership roles. The Millennial cohort felt that focusing on relationships, for example,
aligned well with their personal values. While focusing on relationships is viewed as

important by both cohorts, the way those relationships are built and leveraged are not as

similarly viewed. This was demonstrated

as the

Millennial cohort discussed how Yellow

Bridge was perceived by the marketplace.
Two major areas of comparison emerged during this conversation. The first dealt

with how the products of Yellow Bridge were viewed by consumers, while the second
discussion focused on how the culhre of Yellow Bridge was perceived by consumers.

During the f,nst, the Millennials discussed how the products in the heafthcare space
compared to products in other industries, such as technology. The perception of how
heahhcare products are viewed and marketed was an important factor since the heahhcare

products are not viewed as interesting as those in other markets.
The second discrnsion focused on the perception of Yellow Bridge as a
performance-based culhre, which was concerning to the Millennials since they were

looking for

a workplace

that provided meaning and personal vatue to them. What is

interesting to note, based on the conversation, was that the concern was not whether

Yellow Bridge was actually a performance-based culture, but rather that it was perceived
as a performance-based

culhre, specificalb by the family members of the Millerurials.

The perception was significant enough to cause some of the Millennials to question
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whether they had made the right choice in choosing an employer, which provides
interesting insight into areasonwhy some may choose to move fromjob to job. The
perception of famity and friends is important when considering Millennials desire to use
their job to createalife versus making

afuing (Zang etal

2007).

An interesting note is that the Gen X cohort did not share this concern. The
discussion in this cohort focused on how different the experience was now compared to

how the organization had been viewed in the marketplace in the past. The new focus on
volunteering and giving to other arganiz,ations was looked at extremely positivety, and as
away to change perception of how the Yellow Bridge had beenviewed in the past. The
Generation Xers felt that Yellow Bridge was viewed positively by those outside of the
organization.

While both the Millennial and Generation X cohort feh positively about the

culhre at Yellow Bridge, there were two major differences. First, the Xer cohort
acknowledged that valuing relationships and working together was an intentional activity
that took work, but could provide a significant
The Millennials, on the other

han{

for improving relationships.

expected those relationships to aheady exist and that

they would be able to utilize those relationships to complete what needed to be done.
The second distinction was the perception of how Yellow Bridge was viewed
outside of the organization. The Millennials were concerned about the dfficuhy in

marketing to the demographic that Yellow Bridge served, as well as concerned about how

Yellow Bridge was perceived by their family and friends. The Gen Xers focused on how
things had improved in the time that they had been employed at Yellow Bridge and were

optimistic about the future.
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On Cus tome r Expe ctations
After taking time to evaluate how both members of the Generation X cohort and
members of the Millennial cohort viewed the culture of Yellow Bridge Health, webegan
discussing how mernbers of each cohort viewed what the expectations of customers of

Yellow Bridge were. Specifically, each cohort was asked what their role was in providing
high quality customer experiences.

It is interesting to note the focus of each of the cohorts asthey discussed their
consumers. It was evident that the Gen X cohort viewed the consumer as someone who
had a need that required a solution that could be discovered, while the Millennial cohort
saw the consumer as a person that was presenting a problem. While the difference in

views is subtle, the perspective of those atYellow Bridge in sohing the complex
challenges in heahhcare is important.

First, while listening to the Gen X cohort speak about their consumers, it was
evident that they saw people who presented a challenge that could be solved. For
example, one participant described their customers as those who were looking for a

simple experience. They recognized that the healthcare space is complex, and Yellow

Brifue members were in a difficuh position, trying to rHrderstand how their healthcare
decisions really impacted their lives.
The theme of simplicity was raised by multiple participants. In addition to

recognizing that consumers were expecting simple solutions, many in the Gen X cohort
identified the need for Yellow Bridge to be innovative. There was an understanding by
the participants that the customers could be very insightful and innovative in helping

Yellow Bridge understand their needs and provide opportunities to create solutions to

-a
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some of the most difficuh heahhcare challenges.

The Millennial cohort, on the other hand, was more pessimistic in their view of
the customers of Yellow Bridge. They saw the members as people that were confrrsed by
a

complex problem and needed a trusted advisor to navigate the system. The focus was

on consumers who could not navigate a complex system and could not learn to how to
successfully maneuver between care providers in a way that benefitted them.
One of the reasons for the pessimism of the Millennial cohort may have been in

their personal view of the healthcare space. Muhiple members of the cohort discussed

how challenging and complex the healthcare space is, based on their own experience. It
should be noted that many of the participants were in the first five years of their careers,
and were

still building their knowledge of their industry. The lack of personal

urderstanding may have been a contnbuting factor to their increased view of the
complexity of the industry.
The single most distinct factor between the two generations perspectives on the
customers of the Yellow Bridge were the perspective of what the role of the organization
was in overcoming the complexify of the system. The Generation X cohort members
were more optimistic in their view of providing a sohrtion, while the Millennials were

more focused on the problem. Both generations identified that they had

a

part to play in

solving the problems, though the Generation Xers viewed their role as partnering with the
members, while the Millennials viewed their role as needing to be heroes and solve the

problems for people.

34

On Influencing Those Around You
The third area that was identified as an area that may have differences between

how Gen X and Millerurial leaders act is in

the

areaof

irn r"rrr". To begin, the groups

were each asked how they were influence{ and how they exerted influence over those
around them. Drning the course of the discussion, three topics were covered. First, the
discussion deah with how individuals are influenced, specifically regardng how they are

influenced to purchase products, or how participants are influenced to change behavior.
There was a disparrfy between how the participants from both cohorts described

how they were infl*enced. First of all, the participants from the Xer cohort described the
most significant inputs that affected their ablkry to be influenced were tangible and
qnantitative. Th*y mentioned 'having data and factsto persuade me one way or the

other" as significantty impacting. As a resuh, the Xer cohort identified the following list
of items that were inftuential for them: ease of use, incentive, relationships, rewards , data
and facts, integrity and the reputation of the person that is providing the data.
On the other hand the

Millennial cohort members were more willing to

be

influenced by qualitative inputs. Th*y listed the "impact that a gesture has (i-e. gvi"g

appreciation)" as more impactful to them in how they are influenced. They went as far to
say that the reason they would be influenced by these areas is because one choice would
callse more personal enjoyment over another choice.

Not surprising was the fact that members of each cohort perceived that others,
including those of a different generation, were influenced in the same waythat they were.
For example, mernbers of the Gen X cohort described their view that individuals in the

Millennial cohort were influenced similarly to how they were influenced. One member
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mentioned how the Millennials that they lead needed to trust that the leader would follow
through with their commitments. This is the same way that Gen X members say that they
preferred to be influenced, ie., with data and quantitative inputs. Ahhough this was not
the way that Millennials indicated they preferred to be influenced, the Millerurial cohort
had a similar issue in how they viewed how others were influenced. One member of the

Millennial cohort mentioned that they believed that giving people

a reason

or incentive

and an understanding of the value would be the most important way to influence others,

which was not in line with the quantitative, trust based metrics that the Xer members
talked about.

Finally, when it came to actually doing the work of influencing others, it was
interesting

to note that, even though the Xer members did not accurately

describe how

they thought others wanted to be influenced, when it came to the actions that they took to
influence others they were much more closety aligned with how those in the Millemial
cohort expressed how they wanted to be inftuenced. One leader discussed the importance
of conveying to the Millennials on their team the importance of understanding that they
(the leader) were invested in the personal life of the Millennial employees. This was
echoed by others in the Xer cohort; they were able to describe how they act to influence
others, which aligned with how the Millennial cohort indicated they wanted to be

inflrenced.
On the other hand, the Millennial cohort had a dfficuh time understanding that

their preferred method of being influenced was not true for those in other generations.

They mentioned influencing others by holding them accountable to actions and
positively rewarding people for good work

as
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effective ways to manage others. However,

when working with Generation Xers who, as a cohort) are more rebellious toward formal

authority and prefer to carve their own way, it will be dfficuh to lean on this method and
reduce friction in accomplishing meaningful work.
The limited abilrty for Millennials to see other ways of influence may be tied to

their limited time in the worldorce, and even more limited time in leadership. It may be a

skill that is developed over time, however, the disparity during the conversation was
significant. Those in the Millennial cohort were most often describing how they would
like to be led when grving their perception of how to influence others, while the
Generation

X cohort were able to distinguish more easily the actions that would

more

easity cause those who are following to participate in the direction given.

On Dealing with Change
When sffiing the conversation to how individuals in each cohort deah with
change, the difference in experience began to be more evident. While both groups were
asked what the characteristics were that prepared them for change, the responses in each

group differed from the others. Many of the differences betweenthe Generation X cohort
and the

Millennial cohort could be explained

as a result of the time spent in

in the

workforce; the Generation X cohort having spent more time in the workforce than their
younger counterparts. In addition, each goup was asked what traits other people had to

heh them deal with constant and complex change.
The first indication that time in the workforce was an important factor in dealing

with change was the acknowledgement that one of the ways the Xer cohort members
were prepared to live through change was the their history and the willingness to live

through change again. One cohort mernber discussed the ablhry to move through change

5t

is strengthened as a resuh of having been through change previousty. As a group, the
Generation

X cohort felt equipped to continue responding to change by maintaining

a

positive attitude.
While many of the differences could be explained by the amount of time in the
workforce, there were some characteristics of each cohort that made resilience to change
more or less significant. An overarching theme of the Xer cohort was the abthly to
urderstand what could be controlled by an individual, and what could not. Comments
such as those from one member descrfoed the ability to "determine what could be

controlled, and confidence to get through it again" as a key.

Finally, one additional theme emerged in the discussion with the Generation X
cohort. There was an understanding of this goup that acknowledged that change was an
inevitable conclusiorl and that as a workforce they would be best served if they were
prepared to adjust. The

goup feh that it was important to keep an open mind about

change, especially since the heafthcare industry changes frequently.

While the Millennial cohort did not have the same amourt of work experience of
those in the Xer cohort, there was
change.

still a significant level of comfort in dealing with

It is interesting to note that this basis of comfort was not based on prior

experience in the worldorce, but instead was basedon ideals of trying new things with

limited consequences. For the Millennial cohort, the idea of change itself was enough to
cause excitement and

instill

a focus necessary

for navigating through the change,

regardless of what the change required-

Second it seems Millennials are interested in looking for ways to tie back current
challenges to previous experiences, similar to how the Generation X cohort members
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corurected current challenges with previous experience. The difference in the

conversation with the two cohorts was the ability for those in the Gen X cohort to tie
back to work experience, while those in the Millennial cohort were willing to tie back to
any experience they ha4 whether personal or professional. As a group they were willing
to relate back change to an experience that they were akeady familiar with.

Finally, the challenge that Millerurials seemto have with influencing change

is

that they view other generations as more resistant to change. The Millerurial cohort feh
that they were more adaptable to change as a resuh of how much change they had
experienced in the relativety short amount of time they hadbeen alive. Their perception
was that older generations would not be as adaptable to change, an interesting point grven

that, while the Millennial cohort had seen more change in their lifetime than older cohorts
had by the time they were entering the workforce, the older cohorts had all experienced
the very same changes that the Millennials had. This comment points out the limited

point of view that those in the Millennial cohort often have of those who have been in the
worldorce longer and have more experience than they and their cohort mates have.

On Working as a Team
The

fnal topic for discrusion was on working

as a team.

Both Xers and

Millerurials were invotved i.r group activities and projects aspart of their educational
experience, however working as a team was more of a core element of education for the

Millennials than it was for the Xers. As a result, Xers were more focused on building
relationships and relational interaction while working on a tear4 while the Millennial
cohort discussed being more focused on accomplishirrs objectives. During the discussion,
the Xers discussed how they were more focused on work being a part of their personal
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social construct, and as a resuft highly valued the relationships they were building with

their teams. Initialb, each group was asked to describe what made

a

team work

effectively, and what they would do individually to lead a team.
In order to build the relationships that they feh were necessary, the Xers feft they
needed to build trust before they felt really comfortable working with people. They
discussed getting opinions from everyone involved in making a decision as a way to get

everyone involved and allowing for people to feel as though their input mattered. The
focus was on making sure everyone was on the same page before really working toward a

goal Likewise,

one participant discussed the importance of getting to know people on a

social level as an important aspect to building a team. They mentioned the prevalence of
team building activities and pointed out how much more frequently those type

of

activities happened since the previously mentioned culhral initiative started.

Finally, an interesting note came up

as part

of the conversation that depicts one of

the most significant differences between Xers and Millennials. One of the focus goup

participants noted how, in the past, the Xers were instructed to "be good" Now, they
continued, the kids are being told to 'have fi.rn." It is interesting since the Gen X cohort

would have been the ones that were told to'be good" while they were growing up, to
which as a group they largely rebelled against. It is interesting that the Xers feft that
directive to have frur also extended to the Millennial cohort coworkers that they had
which in turn has an impact on team dynamics. The Xers are willing to incorporate an
element of fun, while the Millennials are looking to learn the rules of road.

For the Millennial cohort, the necessity to build a strong personal relationship did
not seem to be as big a concern. It is not to say that the Millennials did not value

40

relationships, but rather that they were able to focus on beginning to work toward an

objective without having to put a lot of effort into establishing relationships as their Xer
counterparts were. Many in the Millennial cohort expected the relationships to be evident
and were not as focused on wanting to have long-lasting personal relationships with those

they work with. As a goup they were expected to build working relationships much more

quickly and identified those relationships

as necessary

to accomplish

a taslq

while not

as

focused on taking the opportunity to build lasting relationships.

Similarly, the Millennial cohort mernbers are more likely to change jobs
frequently, especially early on in their career. The reduced need to build deeper, lasting

relationshfs may be

a

confirbuting factor to this. In addition, Millennials work to build

their network outside of their individual employer or role more than previous generations.
Their abrliry to focus on objectives inside of work and not require deeper relationships to

build team such as the generation before them grves them opportunity and causes them to
prioritize relationships outside of their employer more than previous generations.
As the discussion among the Millennial focus group continued the members
supported these ideas. As a group they focused on the objectives that needed to be
accomplished instead of the relationships that could be built. The group focused on

identfiing what needed to be rurderstood in order to establish a strong plan with duties
and objectives. This was not materially different than what the Xers sald, however the

Xer members focused on what relationships were needed to identiff how to understand
what you are working toward, while the Millennials focused on what needed to be done
to be effective.
One

firal interesting note that was made by the Millennial cohort was regarding
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their personal role on a team. One member acknowledged that it was possible to be
focused on their own goals and be unwilling to pick up something from someone else.

This also aligns with less than favorable perspective of some researchers of the

Millennial generation in that they can operate in a self-focused maruler, and take on
activities in order to accomplish them individually.

It was clear that both cohorts valued teamwork and had experience in working
effectively in teams. The most significant differences were the different values that each
cohort had on building relationships. Both expected to leverage strong working
relationships in working together, however the Xers were more focused on what it took to

build the relationships, while the Millennials expected the relationships to be strong
enough to begin working toward common goals.

Recommendations
Both Generation Xers and Millennials bring strengths and opportunities to their
perspective on leadership. As more and more Millennials gain experience, and leadership

opportunities open up, members from these two generational cohorts will continue to
overlap in the worldorce and co-lead together. It will become important for organizations
to learn how to position individuals from both cohorts into roles that allow them to use
their strengths and lead effective$, regardless of whether they are from the same cohort
as those that are

following them. As Haserot (2007) note{ 'Tirms need to identitr the

entrepreneurial ones and support thern, rather than put a damper on their strengths, if they
want to retain their talent and capitahzn on innovation in their practices" (p. 5).
The first step in improving the working relationship between employees who are

different ages in a workplace is developing an rmderstanding that there are values and
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characteristics that are shared by cohorts of people that can be divided by generation.

While generational cohort theory is not perfect in predicting behavior, it is helpful in

identffig

a baseline

to create leadership development activities off of. Using this

baseline can help to foster a conversation that is aimed at equipping young leaders to step

into leadership roles and providing an opportunity for limited disruption when leaders

from older generations leave the workforce leave and younger leaders take on senior
leadership roles.

During the course of studying the cur:rent understanding of both Generation X
leaders and emerging Millennial leaders at Yellow Bridge Heahh, four recommendations

that could h.lp with the continued development and transition of leadership emerged. The

fnst, and possibty the most important, is twofold. On one hand while no-one that
participated in either cohort denied that there were differences between the generations,
there was a disconnection regarding what differences actually existed between the
generations. Both generations were influenced by popular culfure and used stereotypes as
examples in their discussions. Similarly, when asked their view on how to influence
others, the defauft for both cohorts was to end up providing examples of how they would

like to be influenced versus how others would prefer to be influenced.
Since Yellow Bridge is well known

for developing leaders and the training that

they offer, the recommendation is to add an element of generational perspective in the
training offered. For example, when training on corporate values, there is a bias of
individuals, demonstrated through the focus groups, to filter the training through their
own generational bias. If training on the importance of relationships, it will be important
for those who develop training on relationshbs at Yellow Bridge to rmderstand that
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Generation X leaders will understand relationships as connections that need to be buih
and

develope{ and carefully managed. The Millerurial leaders, on the other hand, will

assume relationships are the connections that are inherent to people who work together,
and

little effort needs to be exerted in building them. Understanding this filter will help

trainers and leadershb development professionals to be thoughtful and provide the best
possible outcome from the training exercises that they are leading.
The second recommendation focuses on how to frame the work that needs to be
done, and is specific for managers of both generations. Since heahhcare is an industry

from which people derive inherent value, the connection to "making a difference" is very
appealing to Millennials. Likewise, the ever changing nature of heahhcare and the current

disruption in the industry is appealing to Generation Xers who are looking to rebel
against the status quo. The challenge in motivating both of these groups becomes a reality

when the big picture gets lost in the day to day detail that is needed in the heafthcare
industry.

The recommendation to combat this challenge is for managers to be mindfrrl of
the two distinct motivations that members of each cohort find more

influential It

is

important for managers and leaders to remind their employees of the "big picture,"
however reminding people of the wrong 'big picture" can be limited in the motivation it

brings. Managers need to be able to use both methods to motivate their employees that
the details of the day-to-day get the organization closer to achieving the overarching
goals.

The third recommendation is to intentionally work on developing emerging
leaders and give them the feeling of being groomed for leadershb. Thils is also two-fold,
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and responsibility for the success of this falls to both existing and emerging leaders. First,

the responsibility of the emerging leader (Millennial) is to approach the opportunity to

learn and grow with gratitude and humiliry, which may not be inherent. The challenge is
to help the Millennials understand that not everything can be learned from a quick online
search, though a certainpercentage of the f,urdamental knowledge that is needed canbe

learned through technolory. To achieve the most out of a leadership development, the

plan should involve the four following perspectives:

o

Seek to understand to grow

.

Seek to understand for action

.

Seek to understand to identi$z improvement (and be

willing to improve

appropriatety

.

Seek to learn and

try reflex

Understanding that learning something for the first time is not necessarily enough to

position themselves for senior leadership will serve Millennials well, as well as
understanding that leadershb development takes time and is not something that can be
achieved by qurckly accessing information.
The responsibility of Generation X leaders is just as important, since leadership
development is more thanjust a one-time activify. A carefully thought-through plan for
developing Millennial leaders should include repeating content with a different outcome
expected each time, following the four steps to leadership development:

.

Heh them learn to understand

o

Heh them learn for action

e

Heh them learn for improvement (and be ok when they

45

iderrt

&

areas that can be

improved)

.

Help them learn to reflex
As part of the leadership development, provide an opportudty for them to try

different activities across the organization. One of the challenges with hiring Millennials
is the perception that they move from job to job more frequently than other cohorts,
especially ear$ in their career. Providing rotational programs or other opporfunities to
move around the organization can help them gain exposure to different pieces of the
business without leaving the broader organization. Taking time with Millennials and

grving them the opporhrnily to do meaningful work will go a long way toward them
feeling engaged.

Final$, the fornth recommendation is to understand that the idea of being
committed to a team means different things to both Generation Xers and Millennials. For
Generation Xers, commitment to a team means building relationships and committing to

work toward an activify. On the other hand, for Millennials to be committed to a team
means that they

will

be focused on completing an objective with a group of people. Even

though this seems like an insignificant difference,

f

a leader does not understand how to

lead those on the team differently based on generational tendencies, there could be
inadvertent difficuhies in both accomplishing a task and building relationships.
The focus of these recoilrmendations is to reduce the amount of friction that can
be exacerbated during leadership transition due to the perspectives of different

generational cohorts. Millennials are becoming more experienced in the workforce, and

bring with them their own idiosyncrasies in leadership. The focrs needs not to be on who
is right and wrong, but rather, how do muhiple generations in the workforce not only
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coeKist, but thrive? In the business of healthcare, people's lives really are at stake, and the
better

job an organization does

at transitioning leadership when appropriate, the better

positioned they are to continue offering care to those who need it.
The ability of organizations to successfrrlly manage the leadershb transition
between generations

will help to position them for continued

Enterprises that do not plan for these kansitions

success in the future.

will fmd themselves limited in their

abiliry to keep pace in fast-moving industries where they may lose a competitive
advantage. Organizations that do, on the other hand, can prepare themselves to leverage

the strength of having muhiple generations in the workforce who clearly commruricate
and provide a muhifaceted approach to growth and organizational development.
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APPENDIX
Focus Crroup Interview Questions

Number

Que

s

tion

How does

Operring

I

I
2

understanding the
cuhure of Yellow
Bridge Heahh
and fiving this
culhne play out:
a) for you?
b) for the
organization?
c) for our
customers?

Que stion

Context
How does our
understanding

of our work
culflre affect
how we do our
jobs and how
we view our
customers?

What are some
examples of
existing and

Do Millennials
and Xers view
their role in

emerging

understanding
and providing
high qualiry

customer
expectations and
needs? (Focus on
how we view our
role in meeting
others needs and
expectations.)
How do you
inJluence those
you work with?
How are you
influenced?

customer
experiences
similarly?

Understanding
how Xers and
Millennials
view influence
as leadership
differently.

A-1

arch
Hypothe s is
People from
different
Re

se

generational

cohorts will put
different levels of
emphasis on work
culture and will
view the level of
importance on
work culhre in
customer
engagement.
Research point:
what does
literature say about
how Millennials
and Xers view
their role in
fulfilling others
expectations?

Millennials will
see influence as a
key leadership trait
differently than
Xers will

Trans itio n
Begor talking
about cultural
values,
specifically how
our cuhure affects
our customers;
transition to
talking about
customer needs.

As a leader in the
heahhcare

industry, what is
ow role in
influencing our
customers? What
does influence

look like in
today's business
world?

After
urderstanding
how people
understand
influence, begrr
transitioning to
how the
participants
understand how
they deal with
complex change.

Focus Group Interview Questions cont'd

Number

tion
Context

Que

Question
What traits do
you possess that
help you deal
with change?
What other traits
help people deal
with constant and
complex change?

s

Understanding
the difference
between what
Xers and
Millennials

view as
important in
dealing with
complex
change. Also,
the

J

4

rmderstanding

What traits or
atfributes hefu a
team work
effectively?
How do
you/would you
lead a team
effectively?

of whether
there is a
difference
between Xers
and Millennials
in the abrlfy to
express traits in
the context of
emotional
intelligence.
How do
Millennials and
Xers view
effective
teamwork
differentty?
What are their
preferences in
how they
participate on
teams and how
would they
lead teams
differently?

A-2

Rese arch
Hypothe s is

The abihty to deal
with constant
change will be
realiznd more by
defauh by
Millennials,
however
urderstanding of
the traits necessary
to deal with
constant and
complex change
will be more
evident in Xers. As
well, Xers will
have an easier time
identfiing traits
for dealing with
change within
themsehes than
Millennials will.

Millennials will
prefer team
structures where
there is a lot of
collaboration and
feedback. Xers
will prefer teams
that allow for a lot
of autonomy and
indMdual
contribution.

Trans ition
We've talked
about dealing with
change as
individuals. How
does this play out
in a team
environment?
How do teams
deal with change
well?

